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Chaon: Ten Years Later

Yalobusha Review

Dan Chanon

Ten Years Later
Madeline was about to enter the observation car when she saw her
brother, whom she hadn’t spoken with in almost ten years. She had a panic
attack. Her heart
to race almost immediately, and heat spread up her
neck to her ears and cheeks, making them tingle with alarmed pinpricks.
first instinct was to turn and hurry back through the dark tunnels of the
train’s passengers, back to her seat.
But then the train rocked fiercely; the rubber walls that connected the two
cars wobbled and tilted. Madeline lost her balance, and when she stumbled
against the door her brother lifted his eyes from his book. He stared directly
at her.
And then looked back down. Madeline tried to imagine what he had seen:
A pale, stricken face, bobbing in the little porthole window,
open as if
drowning. Perhaps he had only barely glimpsed her. Perhaps he hadn’t even
recognized her. She had, after all, changed a lot since he’d last seen her.
She’d lost
80 pounds, and her hair was a different color. When she’d
visited the small town where she and her brother had grown
many of her
old acquaintances had said that they’d
have guessed who she was. She
looked like a different person, they said.
She
through the window, carefully. The man (her brother?) did
not look up again. He turned a page of his book, thoughtfully running his
fingers along the crease of his trousers. Madeline felt her heart slowing.
Surely this was
him after all: Not reading a book,
dressed in a jacket
and tie. She couldn’t imagine her brother in such an outfit. And once she
looked at the face more carefully, she saw subtle differences. There was
something cleaner in the line of the man’s nose, and his complexion was
lighter and less ruddy. After
’d
the man for a moment, Madeline
realized that he was
at least five years older than
brother.
Still, the striking similarity unnerved her, and it was a
more
before she finally touched the button on the door. The air lock sighed
loudly, and it seemed to take a long time for the sliding door to
open.
The man glanced up again, giving her a curious
and Madeline could
feel the hum of the train’s velocity beneath her feet, the wheels shuddering
on the rails.
No, it wasn’t him after all. Of course not.
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She tried to make her walk obvious and natural as she entered. She felt
foolish. She was always too nervous, she told herself, and she recalled a time
when her ex-husband had surprised her late at night as she was rummaging
through the refrigerator, how she’d actually flailed her arms and screamed
when he’d spoken from the dark.
“What were you expecting?” her ex-husband said, in his ironic, bemused
baritone. “A monster?”
She was on her way back from a visit with her ex-husband, and the
memory made
stiffen with resolve. Her ex-husband thought of
as
the same high-strung girl he’d married,
she was not. She had changed a
great deal, and to prove the point she forced herself to walk directly and
deliberately in front of the gentleman who resembled her brother. She even
her
her to
butsee
her what
with hehypnotize
not
d down
was reading. “The Works
mouth
” it was
butof Love,
called,
she and Madeline
not
smiled to imagine her brother reading such a book. He
needed
raised
his eyes as she walked past, and she gave him a quick, cordial nod.
But he did
return it. Instead, he stared harder, his eyes widening. His
twitched, as if silently stuttering.
After a moment he said, incredulously. “Madeline?”

walked

It was the sort of
her ex-husband would love to see her in. He
enjoyed her moments of high discomfort, liked to see her flustered and at a
loss. How he would laugh to see her standing there, wishing fruitlessly that
’d never
into the observation car, frozen with uncertainty. “My
God!”
ex-husband would say. “Why not just say, 'Hello, Monte!
How are you doing?’ Why not just sit down with the guy and have a nice
talk?”
But she couldn’t. Such a talk, such a confrontation, was the last thing she
at this point, and as she stood there, frozen, as the man before her
suddenly solidified into her brother after all, her brother appearing out of
nowhere to say, “Madeline, is that you?,” the first thing that came to
was
to deny it. She knew that it was childish and cowardly,
she couldn’t
think of anything else.
“I’m sorry,” she said. “You must be mistaking me for someone else.” She
could feel the inside of her body crackling, mortified by the baldness of the
lie, but she kept
expression steady. Adrenaline brought an actor’s
steadiness to her, and she shrugged pleasantly. Then,
sure what to do
herself, she went to sit in front of the large windows, beyond which
thin, tightly spaced houses were rattling past. She wanted to hurry out of the
observation car,
she didn’t dare. It would seem too obvious, and her
brother might then be inspired to follow her. And so she sat staring out at
the houses as if they might
her, trying to focus her inward panic
on the soft blur of the passing world: wet buildings, telephone poles, old
cars, weeds. She put her hands tightly together, intertwining her fingers and
setting them carefully in her lap.
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The last time she heard from Monte, he had written her an apologetic but
self-pitying letter, in which he promised to pay back the money he’d stolen
from her and her parents. “No one will ever understand the depths of regret
and remorse I feel about my behavior,” he had written. I will suffer for the
rest of
life, if that is any consolation to you.”
It wasn’t. He’d written the letter a few months after he left town,
a series of bounced checks, in a new car that their parents had co-signed on,
and which they
left to pay for, month after month, since they
not
be persuaded to file charges against him. He also took with him a credit
card, taken from Madeline’s purse. By the time she realized it was missing,
and had it canceled, he’d amassed a bill of almost two thousand dollars—gas,
restaurants, nice motels, even flowers’—charges crisscrossing the country.
When she got the melodramatic letter from him, it was a little hard to believe
his sincerity. “I swear I’ll pay you back, every cent,” he wrote,
she noted
with grim satisfaction that he had
included a return address.
He never
them again, though her parents had talked about him
as if he
merely away on a long trip. When they died, five years after he
left—killed in a car accident on the road near their home—there was still no
of his whereabouts. By that time, her anger at him had grown into a
kind of dull hatred, an ache that flared up from time to time, like an old
injury. When she thought of him, she hoped that he was poor and miserable.
Then she felt sad.

After a time, he came over to where she was sitting and lowered himself
into the chair beside her. Do you mind...?” he said, and she had to act as if
he were a stranger asking the question.
“No, no,” she said, and for a moment they both stared out the window.
It had begun to snow, and some cows were standing in a field, bearing the
weather stoically.
She still felt surprised that he had recognized her. She had been so heavy
he’d last seen her! When she looked at pictures of what she used to be,
she would cringe—not only the weight, but the overdone makeup, the frilly
clothes, the thick permed brown hair (which she’d since had cut into a more
manageable length, and dyed, an ashy blonde color called “Maid of the Mist”
by the woman at the beauty parlor.) She was, she thought, quite different.
But Monte was eyeing her, puzzling, and when she caught his gaze, he
glanced down sheepishly. Look,” he said. “I’m
a weirdo or anything,
I have to tell you that you look amazingly like my sister. It’s really
uncanny.”
Oh, really?” she said. She kept
voice cool, calm, disinterested. She
tried to
it a little, as
She adopted a gentle Southern lilt, the accent
she had practiced and practiced when she was a teenager, obsessed with Gone
With the Win “Well,” she said, in her accent. “I have that
of face.
People are always saying that I remind them of someone.”
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“That must be strange,” he said, and she knotted her fingers more tightly.
“Not really,” she said. “I’m used to it.”
He was silent for a moment, and she stared out to where he was staring,
though it was just a passing stubblefield.
“So,” he said. “Where are you headed? If you don’t mind me asking.”
“Chicago,” she said, which was true. “Back home.”
“Oh,” he said. “That’s
I’m going as
I don’t live there,
though. I’m just there on business. A convention, you know. Computer
software salesmen.” He made a wry, self-deprecating face, one that she
recognized from childhood. Perhaps, she thought, he
recognize her
expressions as well? She stiffened her face, nodding. “My name’s Monte, by
the way,” he said. “Monte Collins.”
She took his hand, briefly, bobbing
head. Why am I doing this? she
thought. This is very creepy. But she smiled. “Martha,” she said, which, for
some reason, was the first name that came to her. “Martha Field,” she said,
glancing out at the unreeling pastures. “Pleased to meet you,” she said, and
something settled inside her chest, as if she’d swallowed a seed.

Madeline was returning from San Francisco. Shortly after school had
ended for Christmas break, Madeline and her 13-year-old daughter, Amanda,
had driven west in a small U-haul truck full of Amanda’s possessions.
had all
—Amanda, Madeline, and Madeline’s ex-husband, Dave—they
had discussed it, and it had been concluded that it was best for all concerned
if Amanda lived with
father for a while. As they drove across country, on
Interstate 80, Madeline convinced herself of the rightness of the decision.
Amanda had been doing poorly in school, and there had already been
problems with drugs and boys which Madeline did
feel equipped to deal
with. They fought. A terrible enmity had grown between them,
solid and frightening which, despite various attempts at counseling and family
therapy, they had not been able to break. It was true, she told herself. Dave
and Amanda got along better, they seemed to understand one another.
Dave, who made considerably more money than Madeline, had arranged for
Amanda to
a prestigious, regimented girls’ school, about which
Amanda was surprisingly enthusiastic.
The drive to San Francisco was uneventful. She and Amanda
careful,
polite, almost solicitous, like tired lovers parting ways.
of them could
think of much to say, so the drive was full of long, prairie-like silence—Iowa,
Nebraska, Wyoming, Utah.
It wasn’ until she left San Francisco that the enormity of it settled over
her. She and Dave
enemies anymore, despite the fact that he’d
once left her for
woman.
The Nubile Cutie (as Madeline always referred to her) had dumped Dave
hard, shortly after they’d run off to California. The Nubile Cutie had turned
to be such an awful bitch that it had evened the score in some ways, and
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she and Dave had, in recent years, slowly developed a phone friendship. But
Dave liked to tease her, and as they drove to the train station, he had gone
into a riff
her fear of flying. He told Amanda about their honeymoon
trip to Vegas, how despite the calming nerve medicine she had taken, she still
had a panic attack. "Wait!” she had hissed at Dave hoarsely as the plane
lifted from the ground. “Please, tell them to stop the plane! I’ve
my mind!” It was, perhaps, merely affectionate joking,
Amanda had
laughed too loudly and long. It underscored their separation, and Madeline
had grown hurt and moodily distant. “Oh, Mom!” Amanda said. “We’re
just kidding But she’d hugged her goodbye perfunctorily, and sitting in
her seat on the train, Madeline felt tears
to slip
of her eyes. When
she put her hand to her face, the elderly man beside her had turned and
stared. He had beautiful white wavy hair, and he touched her shoulder.
“Miss?” he said. “Are you all right?” And she sniffed, smiling professionally.
“My contacts...” she explained, and her tear ducts squeezed shut, she
regained control. But she wasn’t prepared to have any emotional
confrontations- certainly not with Monte.

The last time Madeline had seen Monte, she was happily married to Dave,
and Amanda had been three years old. Monte himself had been the main
trouble she’d faced, the only blot on the otherwise comfortable life she was
imagining for herself. If only he knew, she thought, Monte would hardly
believe how things turned out. He no doubt
her as she
was—25 years old,
dutiful, eager. A young wife. She had been very
concerned about her house. She
the television they had bought, and
the microwave, and she hated the grungy look of the old tile in the kitchen.
She
to shop for cute outfits for Amanda. She ought to be embarrassed
of her values then, she sometimes thought—her love for having things neat
and pretty, the collection of porcelain
little round-faced girls
learning clumsily to sew, playing with
naughty, sneaking a cookie
from a jar. She still had these
though she didn’t display them.
They were in a box in the upstairs closet.
Now, looking at Monte sitting across from her, she couldn’t help but
think of the Madeline she’d been ten years ago, the Madeline whose credit
card had been stolen, the Madeline who had never been very far away from
the town where she grew up, except for one week-long trip to Vegas. In
many ways, she was glad that this Madeline was gone, though for a moment
she was struck with a sort of yearning, a tenderness for the person she had
been.
“So,” Monte said, after they had stared out the window for what seemed
like a very long time. “So,” he said. “Have you lived in Chicago all your
life?”
“Oh, no,” she said, and fluttered her hand vaguely. “I was born in the
South,” she said Belle-ishly. “But I’ve lived...a little bit of everywhere.”
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“That must be nice,” he said. He gave her a warm look with his eyes, an
expression of his that she’d almost forgotten. “I suppose you learn a lot
about the world that way.”
I suppose,” she said.
“I know I’ve lived all over the country, and I guess I’m glad I’ve had that
experience. All over the map—from Washington state to Florida. But, you
know, I grew up in a small town. A small town in Nebraska, of all places!
When I was growing up, my
family lived within miles of each other,
you know? Just about everybody-grandparents, great-grandparents, aunts,
uncles, cousins. And nowadays, I think there’s a lot to recommend that kind
of life.”
“There
is,” she said. She folded her hands again. But, of
course, you can always go back and visit. They’re always there,” she said, and
then regretted it, for he looked at her sharply, his eyes fixing on her face.
“That’s true,” he said, but his gaze continued to rest on her. He shook
his head. “My God!” he breathed. “You really remind me of my sister! I’m
sorry if I seem like a crazy person, it’s just...really striking.”
Really?” she said. She heard herself laugh, a friendly, almost flirty little
chuckle. She didn’t know where it came from, or how to interpret the
pleasant buzzing feeling on her skin. “How strange!” she said. It must be
how an actress felt, she thought. Herself and yet not herself.
“Yeah, well,” he said. “To tell you the truth, I haven’t seen my sister in
like nine years, or something. I don’t know what
’d look like,
really. She was a bit heavier than you are, last time I saw her.”
“Oh,” she said, and tried to hold back a prideful flush.
pounds,
she thought, eighty pounds was more than a “bit” heavier.
“Besides that,” he said, “she’d probably be several years older than you
are. She’s, like, pushing thirty-five, and you don’t look like you’ve hit thirty
yet.” He shrugged. “Not to say that age matters or anything.”
“Nice of you to say,” she said. “Actually, I’m thirty-two. I’m not
sensitive about it. I think—I rather like my
I feel more at ease
t
It
gesture
not
“ “
her?.”
“ doesn’ matter, at a certain point,” he agreed. “I don’t know. It’s just
weird. I’ve been thinking a lot about my sister lately. That’s all it is.” He
paused, touching his thumb to his69
upper lip in an old
of
thoughtfulness. “We lost contact, and I feel bad about it.” He sighed. It
wasn’t...it wasn’t amicable, I guess you could say.”
She was reserved for a moment, as if considering. “Have you ever tried to
contact
”
“No,” he said. I wrote her a letter a long time ago,
basically no.”
He shook his head, as if she wouldn’t understand. “It’s
that easy, at this
point.”
“What a shame,” she said. If she had been herself, this would have been
the end of the conversation. She would have lapsed into silence, and he
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would have eventually returned to his book, gotten up, moved on.
But she wasn’t herself For the moment, she was Martha Field. She could
say whatever she wanted. “What was she like?” Martha Field said recklessly.
“Your sister?” He looked at her hard for a moment, and she could sense his
suspicion, his desire to penetrate her disguise, his uncertainty. “I don’ mean
to be too personal,” she said demurely.
“Not at all,” he said. “I was just thinking. You know, my
sister—Madeline is
name—Madeline’s a hard person to describe. It’s hard
to figure out where to start. When we were kids, she was just like my big
sister. You know how big sisters are. She was high-strung. Screamed a lot, as
I remember. You go into her room and she’d yell her head off.
'Get
out of here, you pig!
Monte’s bothering me!’ That sort of thing.
It’s
to describe someone you grew up with. It’s like they’re just sort
of...there, you know? And you fall into the usual roles, like 'little brother,”’
he held up his fingers, making quotation marks. But I would go into her
room just to bug her, just to hear her scream. You know
kids are. I’d
get off on it. But then when you fall into that, you can’t get out.
Sometimes, I’d go to her room and I wouldn’t want to be a pest. And I’d
just, sort of like, spy on her. She’d be reading her book or doing her
homework, and I’d wish that she was like the kind of big sister you see on
TV, who would be kind of
nice too, give you advice and
be sort of motherly. Sometimes she would be almost like that, but
she
would realize that I was Monte, and she would want me away from her.
“She was strange, you know?” Monte said, and shrugged. “My dad used
to call her ‘Pharaoh,’” like in the old Bible story. You know? How Moses
tells Pharaoh that the ten
are coming, and every time Pharoah says
he’s going to free the Israelites and then changes his mind. ‘Pharaoh hardens
her heart,’
dad used to say, because my sister used to get this really
stubborn look in her eyes. It was kind of a family joke,
she was a
teenager. ‘Pharaoh hardens her heart.’ And she’d get all upset and
emotional. ‘Just quit it! Stop saying that!’ She hated to be teased. That’s
the thing that made
such a perfect target. She had no sense of humor
about herself.”
Monte looked at her again, as if to gauge her reaction. But Martha Field
merely tilted her head, thoughtfully, even as Madeline tried to digest what
Monte had told her. It didn’t seem true. The pharaoh stuff she
remembered, though to her it had been
her father’s gentle teasing, not
significant. She did have a sense of humor.
And she had helped Monte. Lots of times. She used to help him with his
homework. And—she recalled—there was one time
he borrowed a
friend’s BB gun, and had somehow broken it. He didn’t know what to do.
parents had forbidden him to play with guns, so he couldn’t go to
them. He didn’t know what to do, and she had given him money from her
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own savings, so he could buy his friend a replacement. Why, she wondered,
didn’t he
that?
"I’m boring you, I think,” Monte said.
“No, not at all,” she said. “I was just thinking.”
He looked at her eyes, searching, mulling, something sad
between them. “You want to get a drink?” he said. “We still have a couple
hours before we get to Chicago.” He smiled. “My treat, okay?”
“Sure,” she said. And she smiled too, uncertainly, full of doubt.
She had forgotten that he
be charming—or maybe she’d never
known it. He’d been twenty-one when she’d last seen him, and what he’d
said was true. She’d never paid much attention to him, except to think of
him as a pest, a problem child, an annoyance. Though he’d certainly
behaved horribly back then, it still gave
a pang. He’s had a sad life, she
thought as he came back with their beers. She took the plastic cup he
offered her, and
he
his beer in a mock toast, she touched the lip
of her glass to his.
“To my sister,” he said. “Thanks to her, I got to
a nice person.”
“To your
” Madeline said, and though she held her smile steady, she
did not
in his eyes. She took a sip of
beer.
“So,” he said. I never even asked you what you do in Chicago.”
“I’m a physical therapist,” she said. “You know. I work with people who
have had strokes or been in accidents and so on.”
“Ah,” he said. Interesting.” And he was quiet, as if considering. If he
still harbored suspicions, this would quell them, Madeline thought. Even for
her, it was hard to imagine
she had
from the life
’d lived when
he knew
to the one she was
living. There had been, in the years
following the divorce, a
of recklessness, a dogged, determined
destructiveness—hard
she thought. After Dave had left her for the
Nubile Cutie, things seemed to move like a video in fast forward, with the
corresponding blur, the rapid, inane jittering of the people on screen. There
had been the early period,
’d thrown herself furiously
dieting
and exercise, into books that told her how to be happy. After that, there had
been a man she thought she might be in love with, whom she followed to
Albuquerque; and another man, who was so taken with her that she was
ashamed not to love him back. With him,
’d moved to Chicago. Years
passed before the world finally slowed to real time again, before she emerged,
slow-blinking, into her new life, rediscovering her old love of steadiness,
orderliness, stability. Madeline had begun to take courses at the university, to
make plans, though of course by that time Amanda’s childhood was almost
over, and she had grown
in that fast-forward blur, into a sarcastic and
secretive girl, someone quite unknowable. Madeline still found it hard to
believe. It was impossible that Monte could imagine it.
“So,” she said, taking a punctuating sip of
beer. “Do you think you’ll
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ever see her again? Your sister.”
He had drifted off into thought, and now he lifted his head, looking at
her, peering. “I don’t know,” he said. “It would have to be...so
diff nt...that it would be like starting over. It wouldn’t be my sister, at this
point. She’d be somebody else, I imagine.”
“Yes,” Madeline said. “Everyone changes.” She thought for a moment,
hoping to add to this dull comment, but nothing came to her. “We think
we’re going to stay the same,
we don’t. It’s the big shock of middle age,
isn’t it? That you go on living, despite everything?” But he just stared at
her, tipping and looking into the mouth of the beer he’d just emptied.
“Your voice is a little like hers, too,” he said. He smiled tightly. “I don’t
know. It’s a strange feeling. I mean, when I first saw you, I thought, 'I've
got to
to her.’
was like a one in a
chance. I mean, I was sure
you were her. And, even now, I keep getting these weird vibes, like—is she
just pulling my leg? Is she just pretending to be somebody else? But you’re
not, are you? You really are...another person.”
There was a moment when she might have wavered, her expression might
have betrayed her. But then some odd reserve of strength rushed in to fill
her. She could feel it hardening beneath her skin, and she felt Martha Field’s
gentle, sympathetic smile forming on her lips. “I really am someone
different,” she said kindly. “I’m sorry.”
“No, no,” he said, and he gave her a sad, hard grin. I’m just sort of in a
weird state of mind, I guess. I did try contacting them recently, and I found
that my parents were dead. Killed in a car accident, and I never knew.
And Madeline had left her husband and moved away. And everything was
gone, when I thought it would stay the same forever. It was kind of a shock,
really. I didn’t
I’d been gone
long.”
She put her hand to her throat, but said nothing.
“No, no,” he said. It’s
a sad story, exactly. The thing is, Martha, I
wasn’t a very good person when I was younger. Lied. Cheated. Stole. I
stole from my own family. I mean, I was an asshole. And then I ran away
from home, and I never went back. It’s been ten years. I never talked to
them,
even a postcard. I’m
even sure I’d know what they looked
like, you know? When I left, I didn’t have any pictures with me. So maybe
they don’t even look like what I
them to look like.” He sighed
hollowly, and even as Martha Field retained her composure, Madeline’s own
neck prickled.
But you haven’t contacted them at all?” said Martha Field, with a
reserved and concerned voice, somewhat like the therapist Madeline and
Amanda had seen. “Surely,” murmured Martha
“surely, after all this
time, they wouldn’t hold a grudge. It would seem to me that they’d be
delighted to hear from you. Of course, I don’t know what you did, but
could it really be
bad? They must wonder about you as much as you
wonder about them.”
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“Maybe you’re right,” he said. He ran his finger along the rim of his cup.
“At first, you know, I just wanted to get away. Run away from
problems,
run away from—you know—all the mess I’d made. And then there was a
part of me that thought, 'Why don’t they come looking for me?’ If they
really loved me, they’d find me, no matter where I was. They wouldn’t give
up. They wouldn’t just sit there, waiting. Would they?
“I don’t know. I’m like the rest of them, I suppose. I’m stubborn.
Probably my mom would be glad to hear from me, and my dad, too,
and—maybe even my sister. I think
it sometimes. But it’s almost like
I couldn’t stand to be forgiven. I’d be too ashamed, you know? That’s what
keeps me from it. I couldn’t stand the idea of being so ashamed.”
“So it’s a
of pride,” Martha Field said softly. “Is that what it is?”
I guess so,” said Monte. “But you don’t know my family. They’re rigid,
you know?
it’s a Midwestern thing,
there’s this...self-containment
that’s hard to describe. My sister was the classic example. I mean, I’m her
brother, right? But she had this shell that was impenetrable. She never let
her guard down. Especially after she got married. There was this artificial
quality to her—it was like her whole life was this act she was putting on.
Always cheerful, chirpy, nice—but cold too. It was clear to me that she was
just totally disgusted by me, didn’t trust me, didn’t like me. Probably
good reason. But
all the time
she was thinking what a loser I was,
’d be full of polite chit chat, using
fake friendly voice, like I was a
customer or something. I used to think about how lonely that must have
been. To be so closed off from everyone. But at the same time,
can
you ask somebody like
for forgiveness?”
“I’m not sure,” she said. She was stung by the description, of course, but it
didn’t show: Martha Field mused thoughtfully. “I think I know the type of
person you’re talking about, but I don’t know if they’re any more...closed
than anyone else. I think you have to be willing to approach them on their
own terms. To see things from the other person’s point of view. And it sounds
to me—from what you describe—that she
have a hard time seeing your
side of things as well. Maybe it’s just a difference in... perspective.”
Probably,” he said. “Maybe I’m just trying to justify myself.” He looked
the window again, and it seemed to her that she ought to touch him.
She might lay her palm on the back of his knuckles, or pat his shoulder. But
then he shrugged, sighing.
I don’ usually do this
of thing,” he said. “Unload on strangers like
this.”
“Well,” she said. She couldn’ think of what else to say.

There was still time before they reached Chicago, she thought. She didn’t
to continue this charade-she could tell him, it would be simple. She
thought of what she’d told him earlier. They'd probably be delighted to hear
from you, she'd said. Oh, yes-but then what? She understood what he was
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saying all too well: she, too, would be too ashamed, at this point, after
playing at her act for so long. She would seem cruel, and perhaps even a
little crazy.
And what, after all, would be the point? To resume their relationship
somehow? To provide “closure,” as the counselor she and Amanda used to
see would say, “resolution”- as if such a thing were really possible. The
woman, the counselor, had seemed to think that the events of a life
be
packaged neatly and then stowed away, an
that filled Madeline with
scorn.
She remembered how once, when she and Dave had been talking on the
phone, they had discussed the idea of getting back together. “We’ve both
changed, we’ve both learned some things,” said Dave. He had earlier
complimented her on all the weight she’d
and it seemed to her that the
two
connected. No, she thought. You didn’ want me then, so
you can’t have me now. “It’s too late now, Dave,” she’d said. “You can’t
take back what’s happened.”
That’s what she should have told
counselor. The past was always
you—you could
escape it, “close it,” “resolve it,” because it was what
you
made of. That was what that woman should have been telling
Amanda, instead of filling her up with false hope. Now, in San Francisco, in
her girls’ school, Amanda would have to
this for herself.
She thought this, and the urge to reveal herself passed. It would be
senseless, she thought, a useless gesture. She thought of what he had said.
How lonely that must have been, to be so closed offfrom everybody. Yes, she
thought,
he didn’t understand. She chose to be lonely. She chose to be
lonely.
They had drifted, by this time, away from talk of Monte’s sister. They
spoke a bit about Monte’s job. He traveled a lot, he said. They talked about
restaurants they liked-they both
Thai food, they discovered. They
talked about apartments they’d lived in, about cockroaches and mice and
cold floors. Radiators, he said,
his favorite heat.
was the type of polite chit chat
he’d earlier criticized. But didn’t he
see? They were comfortable. They were enjoying themselves. What was so
wrong with that?

At last, an
came over the intercom: the train was
approaching Chicago’s Union Station, and they should return to their seats.
They had been talking affably, and when the conductor finished speaking,
they were quiet for a moment.
“Well,” Monte said. “I guess this is...um?”
“Yes, well,” she said. But it was good to meet you!”
“It was,” he said, and stood awkwardly. “Mutually. I mean, I really
appreciated...”
“Yes,” she said.
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He looked at her heavily, and for a
it seemed that his eyes were
watering. “Listen,” he said. “I don’t want to be weird or anything. But
if...if you
Madeline, I mean I would just say that you could call me,
maybe. I mean, here’s my card, anyway.”
She took it, smiling, slipping it into the pocket of
blouse. “You’re so
funny,” she said. “Believe
Monte, if I were Madeline, I would tell you. I
really would. She’d be very lucky to have you as a brother.”
She let her hand slip into his. It was
and damp, and their palms
touched, and she shuddered, as if a current had passed through her, some
echo of her past anxiety. She shuddered: someone had walked over her
grave.
If I don’t see you again,” she said, “I hope...I hope you have a very nice
life!” And she gripped his hand
before releasing it.

75 ■

https://egrove.olemiss.edu/yr/vol7/iss1/4

moment

12

